THE DEARBORN INDEPENDENT

Manchester Workmen to Build Own Houses

—

HERE is a shortage of houses in

Manchester, England. Rents are
fixed by the Government, and men of
wealth are slow to invest in keeping with
the home needs of the toilers. As a result
the bricklayers have asked men of other
trades to join them in an organization to
build their own homes. Myr. Crogzier tells
the details of the very interesting plan.

Marchester, Eng., Feb., 1920.

MOST interesting and important experiment for

the building of artisans' houses is about to be

made in Manchester. Everywhere in England at
the present time large numbers of houses are needed
and they are being built either not at all or very
sowly. All kinds of authorities are in some measure
or other at work upon the task and still the houses
do not appear. Builders and contractors, munici-
alities and the state, which work through the
Mmistry of Health, are supposed to be doing what
they can, but so far with a result which makes no
mpression at all on the needs of the population.
Suddenly it has been proposed in Manchester that the
bricklavers  should  form  themselves into a group,
should obtain the co-operation of all the other work-
men whose labor goes to house-building, and should
themselves build the houses without the intervention
of builders or contractors. The scheme has been
enthusiastically taken up by the trade unions con-
cerned. Already there are signs that the same prin-
ciple will be applied in other towns and there is every
likelihood that before long a National Building Guild
will be cstablished for the construction of workmen's
houses throughout the length and breadth of the
puntry.
CUl.-\t a low estimate more than half a million houses
are nceded at this moment in the country. Manchcstgr
alone has an urgent need of twenty thousand, and if
fifty thousand could be built within the next few years
they would not do more than supply the probable
needs of the population, The difficulties in the way
consist partly in the enormous cost of present-day
materials and labor and partly in the difficulty of
obtaining  sufficient workmen, especially bricklayers.
It 1s estimated that a house which before the war
cost $2.000 to build could not now be erected for any-
thing less than $6,000. It is impossible for a landlord
to let such houses for an economic rent. There are
any number of houses whose rent is at present about
€00 which ought, on the basis of a true valuation of
house property, to bring in a rent of nearer $450.
At the present moment landlords who suffer a severe

injustice in this respect, are unable to obtain anything
ltke an economic rental
for their houses because
all the houses below a
certain rental value are
protected by Rent Re-
striction s Acts up to the

middle «f 1921 and it is
impossible for the land-
lords 1 raise the rents
by more than ten per
cent. Eonally it would
be almost impossible for
landlords 1o obtain a
fair revial  for new

houses wiiich are erected
on the ;rosent scale of
costs. 115 is the rea-
son why the state has
hld_lu tervene  with
!}Jh_suli'« d why, sub-
sidies apart, builders are
emsely averse from

undertal building
work,

Shortage of Labor

URTHER,  builders
Ve tound the great-

a; di?:('."\ in obtain-
ddequate labor for
the buildiy o of dwelling
ouses.  Or. rather, they
freqlwml}' have on hand
comstruction work which
:-'i‘far more profitable to
0"!? than the building
ouses which it will
!iolnnm_;.xh be difficult,
" 00t impossible, to let
&2 fair rental. It is a
sineemOTC  profitable
imme;es to set up, for
'Hme. an engineering
m°"k5., 4 motor garage,
a Picture theater than
&“li?_w ol workmen's
e I"EGS. One of the
hibamu that is now
i “‘ga‘l'l'lust widely made
. 4 great deal of

By W. P. CROZIER

of the population cannot find houses in which to live,
and our Ministry of Health has only lately issued
regulations which will enable the municipal authorities
to stop the erection of buildings which, in their opinion,
1s delaying the construction of new houses. No definite
rules are laid down but it will be their duty to decide
each case on its merits. The local authority, says a
recent statement on this point, “will have to determine
whether here and now in its own area such a (“luxury™)
building is delaying houses or whether it is of more
importance than the erection of new houses. A new
factory, for example, means more work, wages and
production and its construction should be prohibited
with the greatest diffidence. On the other hand, if
there are no vacant houses in the district and new
labor is likely to be attracted to the factory, it might
be advisable to hold over the construction of a portion
of the new building. It becomes a question of relative
urgency.”

Faced by all these difficulties, it occurred to the
bricklayers of Manchester and their advisers, some
of whom have long been interested in the idea of
craftsmen’s guilds, themselves independently to under-
take to build a large number of workmen's dwellings.
They therefore decided in the first place to form a
Bricklayers' Guild Committee and to include on it rep-
resentatives of all the chief trade unions whose labor
would be needed if houses were to be built at all. This
is not in itself a small matter, since, roughly speaking,
a house cannot be built without the co-operation of each
and all of the following trade union workmen: brick-
layers, carpenters and joiners, stonemasons, painters,
slaters and tilers, builder's laborers, woodcutting ma-
chinists, plasterers, paviors and street-masons. It was
then decided that the Guild Committee should lay be-
fore the Manchester city council a formal tender to
build two thousand houses. If the council would al-
low them to build the lot, so much the better, but if
not, the bricklayers were content to begin on the first
five hundred with a view to showing that they could
build them quicker and better than the existing system
and then to going on with the building of some more.

There were obviously a great number of practical
difficulties to be overcome. The bricklayers are a small
and composite body and this idea of a craftsmen’s
guild has been fomenting among them for some time,
but it was by no means certain that other trade unions,
notably the plumbers and the carpenters, whose par-
ticipation is essential, would be willing to throw over
the present system which they know and understand
for the risks and uncertainties of a daring experiment.
This difficulty has already been overcome. Without
exception all the trade union bodies that have already
been enumerated have promised their vigorous sup-
port to the scheme,

The second obstacle was the question of finance.
The builder who takes on a big contract has large
finarcial resources, But a workmen's guild would be
starting, so to say, with no resources at all except—
and this of course is a tremendous qualification—its

own labor. It was pretty clear that as soon as the
Manchester city council began to pay out its customary
advances of money on the work actually in operation
the Guild Committee would be able to carry on, but the
question arose first how it would pay its way before
the city council payments were available, and secondly
whether or not the council could be induced to forego
the financial security which it properly and invariably
exacts from contractors to whom it gives out an im-
portant piece of work. As to the first point, the banks
have already shown that if the Guild Committee pro-
duces evidence, which it will be able to do, that it can
command a proper supply of labor. they will grant
sufficient credit to enable operations to be carried on
during the preliminary period.

The question of the financial security to be given to
the city council was more difficult. but the promoters
of the scheme could put forward a strong case. “It
is perfectly reasonable,” they said to the council, “that
you should demand large financial guaranties from a
contractor. Those are all that he is able to offer you.
On his financial strength mainly depends his ability to
carry out the contract, for he cannot guarantee to you
that he will be able to command sufficient labor, that
1S to say, the power of production. It 1s, however, pre-
cisely the power of production that we. on our side, are
able confidently to offer you. We can show you that
we have available all the bricklayers of this area and
a4s many carpenters, joiners, etc., as are needed. It
would therefore be wholly unreasonable of yvou to de-
mand that we should offer you the same financial se-
curity as a man who is in no position to offer you
production. Moreover, although we have no desire
whatever to threaten you, we wish to point out that
owing to our control of the power of production we
are in a position to withdraw from any builder or
contractor the labor which he needs to carry out your
contract. What use, let us ask you, would be a con-
tractor’s financial security if we, the Guild Committee,
say that we will not provide him with the necessary
labor?" The representatives of the council were natur-
ally impressed by the argument and intimated that if
and when the Guild Committee could report that it
controlled the various branches of the essential labor,
it would be disposed to look favorably on the relaxa-
tion of the customary financial clauses. The Guild
Committee has now secured the assurances of trade
union support which it desires and it may be said there-
fore with some confidence that the second difficulty also
is in a fair way to be overcome.

Getting the Materials

THERE are some minor problems. One is the ques-
tion of building materials. Some of these are pro-
vided by the city council itself, such as the bricks, of
which there is nowadays a scarcity. Others are ob-
tained by private enterprise and the Guild Committee
claim that they are not only in as good a position as
the contractors but that they are actually better able
to obtain all the materials that are needed. That re-
mains to be seen, but it is very unlikely that a scheme
so well worked out and so enthusiastically supported
would come down over a practical detail of this kind.
Then there is the ques-
tion of the legal organ-
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1zation which must be as-
sumed by the workmen
if they are to undertake
contracts as a responsible
body. As trade unions
they cannot legally en-
gage in trade. But there
1 nothing to prevent
them—and this is what
they propose to do—
forming a legal trust of
a very ftew persons in
whom will be vested all
the plant and material of
every kind that is used
in the work of construc-
tion.

Again, there is the
concrete problem of the
working of the scheme
and the management.
Who is to have the di-
rectorship, the control
and the supervision of all
this complicated busi-
ness? The difficulties
are not so great as they
appear. The Guild Com-
mittee will employ and
pay the most skilled men
available for the higher
posts. Some of them
they will obtain from
their own ranks, some
they will draw from out-
side, just as would be
done if the state, a
municipality, or a private
firm oi contractors were
carrying on the business.
The same holds true also
with regard to foremen
and matters of discipline.
It is an experimenty of
course, but the origin-
ators of the scheme, and
they are mostly trade
unionists, assert that
with the hearty support
of the trade unionists
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(Conciuded on page 12)
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